A US attorney, Jeffrey Taylor, said, "One of the most important principles of our ethics laws is that public officials cannot have a financial interest in any decision they make. Lester
Crawford, who held one of the most important jobs in government, blatantly violated these principles." The FDA regulates about a quarter of the US economy.
In impromptu statements to several US newspapers Dr Crawford said, "This was my fault and no one else's, and I accept full responsibility … Nothing that I have done, I hope, can be construed to affect the integrity of the FDA." Ms Van Gelder confirmed the statements.
A spokesperson for the FDA said it had no comment to make on the case. In an editorial the Los Angeles Times said Crawford's guilty plea "shows that the ethics guardians are making some progress against conflicts of interest at the Food and Drug Administration" (www.latimes.com, 19 Oct, "Catching conflicts at the FDA").
It continued, "Now they need to delve deeper into ethical lapses at the agency, which has been suffering a crisis of confidence ... regulators often ignored safety experts and refused to move against drugs that showed signs of serious side effects. "That's one reason Vioxx, despite its heart risks, remained on pharmacy shelves long after it should have been pulled. Political pressure also has weighed on the agency, which dithered about approving over-the-counter sales of Plan B, the morning-after contraceptive pill, despite its positive ratings from agency scientists."
The Los Angeles Times also said that the FDA had suffered from a lack of leadership and needed to have a permanent commissioner. It called for the Senate to approve Andrew von Eschenbach, the acting commissioner, as permanent commissioner.
